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X-Ray feature explained

 

Who is that character? – Use X-Ray

Curious about that city or place – Use X-Ray

Unique words? – Use X-Ray

 

This book utilizes a unique Kindle eBook feature called X-Ray. It allows you to learn more about a novel-specific character, topic, event, place, or any other term, simply by pressing and holding on the word, currency, or phrase that interests you. A description from Wikipedia or an author-provided source will be displayed.

 

 




Chapter 1

 

You only live once, but if you do it right, once is enough.

– Mae West 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Enjoy life. Smile. Laugh more. Focus on the important stuff and lighten up on the rest. Life’s a daring adventure if you’re willing to hold on tight. That’s been my life in a nutshell.

Yesterday, I gazed toward Mt Fuji’s breathtaking majesty in a reflective mood.

 

How did a simple Wisconsin boy like me find his way around the world to this point in time?

 

Mine has been a journey of close family ties, of spiritual and personal growth. I reshaped foolishness into discipline, developed character, found relationships, and made commitments. 

Major milestones occurred along the way, and professional maturity became one of them. It started once I became a pilot, where I found myself immersed in an environment espousing the core values of integrity and excellence. Doing the minimum lacked satisfaction. I wanted to do more. As a staff officer, I spread my wings and discovered greater potential. As a leader, I found compassion and empathy vastly more rewarding than power and control. 

Mentorship came at odd times. A seventy-year-old helicopter pilot showed me the joy of flight as we watched hawks glide along rising updrafts. A gifted priest brought religious beliefs down to earth in a way that tied them to my everyday actions. An ex-prisoner of war instructor pilot demanded excellence with a tough, yet gentle approach, often when flying upside down, tucked between three other jets, and approaching the sound barrier. In the end, I became a composite of all those who touched my life.

Circumstance adds an unexpected dimension to everyone’s life. Some people win the lottery, others struggle against disease. I seemed to find the unexpected while flying aircraft, from a gearbox-draining oil leak over Korea to mechanical failures in all the wrong places. I crashed and waited for a flash fire to engulf me. Another time, I thought I’d died. Thank goodness I’d gotten it wrong.

It seems I became a magnet for natural disasters as well. From flying search and rescue missions to refueling helicopters in remote locations to setting up mission planning operations, I got close to the victims. In the case of Mt. Pinatubo’s volcanic eruption, I found myself as one of them.

These things all seemed natural enough at the time, except for Mt. Pinatubo, which definitely felt exceptional. They did, however, impact my view of the world. I enjoy life. I smile at others. There’s laughter in our family. I’ve found that most things aren’t worth worrying about and that many people suffer more than I imagine.

To the best of my recollection, this is how it all happened …


       “Grab Terry!”

Mom’s panicked voice pierced the air as the cold Atlantic undercurrent pulled me down. It’s surprising that I still love swimming in lakes and oceans. I weighed in at two years old, too young to know fear or caution. Uncle Tom, a gentle giant who’d spent much of his life around Chicago inspecting grain-hauling ships, charged into Topsail’s crashing surf, snatched me from the strong North Carolina undercurrent and pulled me to safety.

We existed as a military family back then. Dad served as a Marine Corps artillery officer during World War II and later commanded a reserve detachment in Green Bay, Wisconsin. He assaulted Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands and shelled Naha in Okinawa before returning home to Chicago. When opportunity pointed him north toward Green Bay, Dad joined forces with a business partner and formed an accounting firm.

The Korean War uprooted our short-lived stationary existence. We became beachcombers walking the sandy shores along North Caroline’s Topsail Island, then explored El Paso’s cactus-infested hillsides, and ultimately migrated back to Green Bay. From as early as I can remember, Mom, Dad, Uncle Tom O’Brien, and my older sister, Kathy, comprised our family unit. My brother, Greg, came into the picture in Green Bay four years after me.

 

A ‘52 Kaiser Allstate automobile transported us from military base to military base. It fell short of being the Cadillac of the day, but it appeared oddly stylish and functional. Henry Kaiser and Joseph Frazer incorporated the Kaiser-Frazer Company to compete against the Big Three – GM, Ford, and Chrysler. Their upstart company epitomized the American spirit, producing a fiberglass-bodied sports car called the Kaiser-Darrin-Frazier 161.

It’s said that a man’s car defines his essence. Dad fashioned himself to be rather conservative, but at his core, he harbored a surprisingly adventurous spirit. In many ways, this car reflected it. In the years ahead, that same out-of-the-box essence found a warm embrace in our household.

As much as we loved the car, we experienced its dark side one afternoon. A moderately sharp bend in the road caused the rear passenger door to unexpectedly swing open. I rolled unceremoniously across the seat toward the opening when Mom reached around and latched onto the scruff of my neck. Cars didn’t have seatbelts back then. Oddly, my brush with disaster never fazed me. I’d been either too young or too naive to know how quickly calamity could strike.




Chapter 2

 

You have brains in your head. You have feet in your shoes. You can steer yourself in any direction you choose.

You’re on your own. And you know what you know. And YOU are the one who’ll decide where to go…

– Dr. Seuss, Oh the Places You’ll Go

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our house at 1221 Oregon Street marked the center of my universe. My four-year-old world stretched for eight houses to either side. I slipped under the backyard fence when adventurous juices flowed and cautiously explored the mysterious unknowns of the adjoining block. These bold explorations ended when a polio outbreak struck Green Bay. Mom chatted in fearful tones with neighboring wives. Rumors of a stricken child put everyone on edge. A polio vaccine wouldn’t be available for weeks. 

Nurses eventually inoculated us. Parents eased restrictions and, over time, freed us to again traipse about our Oregon Street kingdom.

 

With polio in the rear-view mirror, I found an opportunity to acquaint myself with gravity … as in falling from a high enough perch to accelerate before abruptly coming to a stop.

One of our favorite nearby places, Murphy Park, featured giant pine trees, picnic tables, swings, and monkey bars. Trees diffused the hot afternoon sunshine while adding a refreshing fragrance. An ever-present, slow-moving breeze always cooled the park. Picnic tables rested on a carpet of pine needles, and the fifteen-foot-tall monkey bars begged to be climbed.

Back in the 1950s, monkey bars looked significantly different than today. Imagine a giant drinking glass, an inverted tumbler made of a broad, open mesh. Murphy Park’s monkey bars consisted of two-inch steel tubing. In today’s world, they’d be considered downright dangerous, but for me, they represented challenge and adventure.

I soon conquered the height and became the king of my world. Then my grip slipped. I awoke a minute later in my mother’s arms. The knot on my forehead served as a lasting reminder to hold on tighter. 

That same year, my brother and I shared a bunk bed. The top bunk became mine based on age. One night I dreamed of flying, of feeling free. I hit the floor, confused. Dad replaced the wooden safety railing, and I eventually went back to sleep, no worse for wear.

 

Saturdays never came soon enough. During the summer months, my mom issued ten movie tickets to my sister, brother, and me. We carefully detached the weekly ticket from its perforated sheet. That tiny piece of stiff paper felt like gold in our hands, and it granted us entry into the movie theater. The movies generally featured Westerns. However, we anticipated each viewing with pure childish excitement regardless of the genre. Neighborhood moms took turns dropping us off at the theater around 10 a.m. and later fetched us at noon. Occasionally, we’d watch the movie twice and ride home at 3 p.m.

We owned a single telephone, a modern one that hung on the wall and sported a rotary dial. It seldom rang. Long-distance calls seemed impractical and expensive. Nonetheless, something as simple as a wall phone convinced us all that we’d joined the modern age of technology. In 1956, my dad purchased a black and white television.

We watched it once a week, on Saturday night after taking baths. When Uncle Tom babysat, he spread a thick blanket across the kitchen table. My brother, sister, and I lay on our stomachs and watched Red Skelton, The Honeymooners, and The Ed Sullivan Show before going to bed. Movies and television. Saturdays felt special.

 

Lincoln Elementary School on the near-west side exposed me to classroom learning for the first time. Kathy led me five blocks to and from school each day. The experience expanded my world, and the last portion of our walk included Shawano Avenue, one of Green Bay’s busiest streets. I’d hit the big time. Overnight, I assumed the newfound maturity of a school kid. Negotiating Shawano Avenue’s stoplights added a further sense of responsibility. I hadn’t crossed busy streets alone before this, and now it seemed routine. Pushing my worldly envelope to new limits brought excitement rather than fear, adventure rather than panic, and a sense of curiosity rather than trepidation.

During second grade, I changed from Lincoln Public School to Annunciation Catholic School. No sooner had I learned my way to and from the new classrooms than we moved again, across town and into another school district. SS Peter and Paul Catholic School introduced me to priests and nuns. A five-foot ball of venom by the name of Sister Aloysius routinely threw chalk-laden erasers at misbehaving fifth graders. A young priest whom we called the “Duck” delivered predictably unintelligible homilies in a heavy Polish accent. The hair on the back of his head never lay flat, and thus the nickname. Our parents, actually everyone, referred to him as the “Duck”. The one time everyone seemed to understand him occurred on those Sundays when the Green Bay Packers played home games. He asked everyone to pray for the team, for the coaches to make good decisions, and for the players to perform better than their opponents. He mercifully kept the rest of his homily short on those special days. 

The most memorable priest, Father Mauthe, connected with adults and kids alike. He’d been an orphan, and that experience must have filled him with special powers. We all loved him.

 

Every school day began with a 7:30 a.m. mass. We knelt on solid wooden planks, learned to remain quiet, and enjoyed watching the Duck or listening to Fr. Mauthe.

Life for the next ten years turned out to be even more fun.

 

Normally, we rode a bus to and from school. I convinced Mom that it’d be easier for her if I rode a bicycle during the spring and fall months. The roads presented a dangerous obstacle as the shoulders seemed very narrow, and the first half-mile consisted of a dangerous stretch with a higher speed zone. Nonetheless, I rode quite often. It freed me from adhering to a bus schedule, while at the same time, it opened a world of adventure in riding. Rainy days made little difference. Uncomfortable? Sure, but seldom to the point of convincing me to ride the bus.

One day, I decided to become an altar boy. Somehow, it took the pain out of sitting through morning mass. I moved around as an altar boy and stayed alert so I’d remember to ring the bells at the right time. Father Mauthe celebrated my first Mass. He made it feel special and helped me through the rough spots. On Saturdays, I supported either funerals or weddings. I preferred funerals despite all the crying because when the mass ended, everyone left rather quickly for the burial. Weddings, on the other hand, kept extending for pictures. No one seemed inclined to leave, and that forced me to stay longer. At least everyone seemed happy, and occasionally a good best man slipped a couple of bucks into our hands.

 

I tried piano lessons, but for me, playing seemed mechanical and awkward. My poor instructor tried in vain to infuse rhythm and tempo into my non-musical brain. I practiced little, and it showed. Mediocrity felt uncomfortable.

Local Boy Scout Troop 18 held much greater interest. Several neighborhood playmates and I became scouts. Senior scouts told us we had to begin at the bottom of the totem pole, but would soon climb higher. We met other kids our age and embraced doing things as a group. Camping ranked as particularly fun. Everyone had specific duties, like gathering firewood or fetching water. We acquired woodland skills together and explored unknown forestlands.

Somewhere along the line, I realized that earning specific merit badges paved the way to further promotion. The requirements list seemed insurmountable. I’d have to chip away at it little by little, like a long hike taken one step at a time.

Each merit badge required a level of effort that at first glance appeared impossible. But with a bit of thought, research, and determination, completing the requirements became possible. An enormous lesson in life began to cement in my mind. Define the problem, put forth the required effort, and find success. If that doesn’t work, then repeat the process. I became an Eagle Scout.
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1968 National Boy Scout Jamboree at Valley Forge, PA

An incredibly memorable Boy Scouts event involved riding a bus to Valley Forge for the 1964 National Boy Scout Jamboree.

Two years before the Jamboree, Dad asked if I’d like to attend. My “yes” response prompted, “How are you going to pay for it?”

He then suggested that I start a landscaping business. He helped with the wording of flyers, and two days later, I kicked off my first entrepreneurial undertaking. Eight or ten neighborhood residents paid ten dollars for a day’s work cutting and trimming their grassy slopes. These jobs seemed to be exclusively for the homes with large, near-vertical lawns. No wonder they wanted me to help. On most summer mornings, I pushed our lawnmower with gas can in hand, toward someone’s ski-slope property.

 

Along the way, certain values formed and became part of my being. Values like serving the church as an altar boy and providing honest service by professionally cutting and trimming grass. I learned the value of setting goals, including becoming an Eagle Scout and paying my way to the 1964 National Jamboree. Vision, coupled with determination, made life interesting. Without either one, following the path of least resistance or worse, sitting idle, could have become far too easy.



 


Chapter 3

 

Skiing is the next best thing to having wings. 

– Oprah Winfrey

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We didn’t watch television. We didn’t play games. We got out and did things. Spring arrived. Saturday’s sunrise announced another adventure – trekking, exploring near and distant fields, farm visits, secret hide-out creations, or any other zany undertaking that piqued our interest. Hungry, growling stomachs brought us home for dinner, and later the first illuminated street light announced, “Time to head home.”

The Brown County Mental Health Center, which we referred to as the Insane Asylum, housed a variety of older persons with mild mental health issues. In addition to a large hospital-like facility, the center operated a farm complete with cows, pigs, and expansive agricultural fields. Open access to the barns, and in particular the pigsty, quickly became our favorite stop. We always engaged one of the supervised patients before going inside just to be sure we wouldn’t get in trouble. The sows grew to enormous size, and we stood in awe, gawking at them.

 

Are they dangerous? Do they bite? 

 

We always seemed to spot one with a dozen piglets as cute as a litter of pups. The barns housed a variety of interesting animals.

Cows appeared much larger but didn’t seem nearly as interesting to watch. The livestock barns blended aromas of straw, animals, and all the other smelly things scattered inside. Over time, the foreign and nasty smells became quite natural. After watching the barn animals, we’d hike out into the fields and beyond. Our destination always included streams several miles to the north. In the spring and fall, we’d try unsuccessfully to catch large salmon that swam there from the bay of Green Bay.

We never got tired while hiking endless miles, and fancied ourselves to be great explorers, like the early Frenchmen who’d been there many years before us.

 

Summer days passed without reference to clocks. The sun drifted across the sky, or the moon illuminated the night. They provided all the time-keeping we needed. One year, we caught gophers and named them Zorro or Grunt or some other catchy title. We kept them in homemade cages for a couple of days before letting them go free. The little buggers inflicted painful bites, and each of us wore Band-Aids where one of them had chomped on a finger. Over time, each of us also visited the doctor’s office for painful tetanus shots. 

Pouring water down their hobbit-like holes initiated the capture process. Soon, one scampered out toward another hiding place. The chase began. Gophers proved excellent zig-zag escape artists as we dived toward them with arms extended. A bite or two later, and we’d have one under control.

Another year, we discovered a grassy field filled with slithering garden snakes. Over time, we became quite proficient at stepping on them before taking hold behind their heads and dropping them into an old rice bag. We emptied the field of what must have been fifty or more snakes before the summer ended.

Our limited supply of glass cages created a temporary snake-housing dilemma. Fortunately, our homes had basements with window wells that allowed light to illuminate the basements’ interior. Their galvanized structure and three-foot depth also solved our snake-cage problem. That all changed one day when Mom moved the laundry from the washer to the dryer directly under our window well and noticed twenty snakes looking down at her.

The next day, we released all the snakes into a wooded area well behind our house and never saw them again.

 

Winter snow and frigid air added a new dimension to our adventures. Daytime hikes continued over snow-drifted fields. We pulled a toboggan or wore cross-country skis, and occasionally we brought along a thermos filled with hot cocoa. Eventually, our boots became wet or frozen, and our feet needed relief. That discomfort eventually drew us back home.

Green Bay’s recreation department operated a ski slope called Triangle Hill several miles from our house … close enough to reach on skis. Free admission made everything more accessible. The city maintained two rope tows and, better yet, kept the slopes open until 10 p.m. most nights.

One night, my brother and I decided to ski to and from Triangle Hill. I plotted a shortcut through some hilly fields and across a single farm to the slopes. The hilly section, unfortunately, had drifted snow almost eight feet deep. We pushed our way through it very slowly and found ourselves near exhaustion upon reaching the ski hill. We recovered quickly, however, and skied until closing time.

The trip home felt slightly better as we’d already carved a path. Still, pushing along waist-deep in snow for an hour zapped our remaining energy. Eventually, we moved onto a road for the last portion of the trek. We never again took that shortcut. The fact that the shortcut existed in absolute darkness never fazed us.

Much of each winter included skiing at Triangle Hill. The city offered free ski lessons at the beginning of each ski season, and my brother, sister, and I always volunteered to instruct beginner and intermediate students.

 

The closest commercial ski slopes existed three to four hours north. Our destination of choice became Iron Mountain in northern Michigan. On New Year’s Day, I drove a carload of friends in our AMC Rambler American north to Iron Mountain. Knowing the temperatures would remain below zero the entire day didn’t dissuade us.

Along the way, our radiator thermostat stuck, causing the radiator to overheat, and ultimately blew off the radiator cap. I pulled to the side of the road and waited until the radiator cooled before wedging an old t-shirt into where the cap had been. We continued. Every fifteen to twenty minutes, we’d have to stop, let the radiator cool, and fill it with fresh water or snow before continuing. I never thought to have it fixed before returning home from the slopes.

We all suffered frostbitten cheeks. Two trips down the slopes became the maximum before heading into the chalet to thaw. Despite the cold, it began to snow. The trip home brought with it far greater danger than any of us could have imagined. The radiator issue required periodic stops during the entire trip, but fortunately functioned well enough to eventually make it home. We drove in what turned out to be a developing blizzard. Everyone slumped in their seats, exhausted. The return drive lasted almost six hours.

 

These became carefree days when we threw caution to the wind. Heck, we didn’t know what caution meant until we came face-to-face with the consequences of our “carefree” decisions. Common sense slowly took hold. The limits of where I sensed caution may have been a bit close to the danger zone, a consequence of having found myself there so often while learning life’s limits.
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Green Bay's Chicago and North Western train station.

A special week highlighted each summer. My sister, brother, and I bought coach tickets on Chicago and North Western’s train from Green Bay to Milwaukee. We’d spend the next week doing “big city” things with our Aunt Ginnie, Uncle Gordy, and our cousins before returning home. The process of buying tickets involved dealing with a business-like stationmaster, and it always felt a bit intimidating. Boarding the train introduced us to a new world, one different from anything we’d experienced before. I never felt sad to be leaving home. Rather, my heart filled with anticipation of what lay ahead. The train’s slow, smooth acceleration led us through back alleys and otherwise unseen sections of town. I imagined seedy characters who ventured into this mysterious realm. Through perilous twists and turns, we clickety-clacked into the farmlands. My mind jumped to new dreams. I loved those times, and they included unique adventures.

I watched the Milwaukee Braves’ Hank Aaron, Eddie Mathews, Joe Adcock, Warren Spahn, and Lew Burdette playing afternoon games in Milwaukee County Stadium. They appeared bigger than life. Seeing them in person filled the day with excitement. Later that same week, we’d gawk at the County Zoo elephants and stare into the monkey enclosure for what seemed like hours. 

 


Chapter 4

 

The man on top of the mountain didn’t fall there.

– Vince Lombardi

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One spring, Mom and Dad encouraged me to participate in city-wide Little League baseball. The league consisted of geographically split divisions throughout the city, but unfortunately, none of the teams existed close to home. I wouldn’t know any of the other players and would have to bike five miles each way for practice and sometimes farther to play games. But if I performed well enough to make a team, I’d get a uniform, meet new kids, and have lots of fun. I attended all of the tryout sessions and felt like a pro when St. Phillips drafted me.

A two-hour practice commenced at 5 p.m. each Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Unless it rained, I rode my bike five miles to the practice field. All the other players lived in the St. Phillips neighborhood, attended school together, and consequently knew each other. I instantly became an anomaly, an outsider who’d joined their team. We practiced together, ran laps around the outfield together, and embraced the same goals. It felt uncomfortable at first, but I soon became one of them. Practice broadened my friendships and expanded my world geography. We practiced and played baseball. It couldn’t get much better than this.

I discovered my baseball hand-eye coordination to be above average. On one Wednesday night, our moderately successful team faced the league’s number-one pitcher, John Diamond. John threw a sizzling fastball along with a moderately breaking curveball. He pitched a three-hitter that night and flummoxed all but one of our batters. I hit a double, a triple, and a home run, three bright spots in an otherwise disastrous outing. He threw the ball fast and accurately. It made hitting it easy if I started my swing a bit earlier than normal.

I played in the All-Star game each year. Neighborhood friends didn’t know I played baseball, and I always felt they missed some of the best times summer had to offer. Of course, none of that mattered. I loved every minute of playing ball.

 

I also learned that finding the best things in life took effort. Seldom did opportunity simply fall into one’s lap. I realized that putting forth the effort paid dividends beyond what I expected. Focused effort brought reward.

That’s exactly what happened late in 1967.
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1967 Green Bay Packers vs. Dallas Cowboys “Ice Bowl”.

Mr. Ward happened to be the lead Sports Writer for the Green Bay Press-Gazette, and more importantly, found himself on my landscape customer list. The best part about cutting his lawn involved gawking at his son’s sleek Triumph T100C motorcycle. The worst part involved mosquitoes. Hordes of them viewed me as a blood bank ready for withdrawals. I know Mr. Ward appreciated having me deal with the pesky twits rather than doing it himself.

One day, he called and asked if I’d be interested in volunteering to work the Packers National Football League Championship game on New Year’s Eve.

“Yes! Of course, I’m interested. Wow, thanks.”

He added that I could ask three of my friends to work as well. Mr. Ward began looking more and more like St. Peter welcoming me into heaven.

Game day. I hung press credentials around my neck and felt like the most important kid on the planet. The reason this game became so famous slapped me in the face as I stepped outside – Arctic cold. The game-time temperature hovered at minus fifteen degrees Fahrenheit with an average wind chill of minus forty-eight degrees. Stadium seating sold out. Twenty-five thousand fans huddled tight, drank beer, and cheered wildly to avoid frostbite.

My three friends didn’t need press credentials as they remained outside helping cameramen handle rolls of film. Two of them worked along the top row of seats, and the third endured even worse conditions atop the press box. At times during the game, various parts of their cameras froze. I worked inside the heated press box amid the Packer’s play-by-play writers. Dallas reporters filled the seats in front of me, next to the front windows.

I delivered typed play-by-play sheets at the end of each quarter to the Associated Press telex office at the far end of the stadium. I found the job more entertaining than difficult, and at half-time, a policeman cleared me onto the playing field to make my delivery. The grass crunched underfoot in its frozen state.

During the game, ice accumulated on the press box windows, and the Dallas writers took turns scraping it away. What seemed like a normal cold day to me struck them as unworldly. I laughed inside as they complained.

 

"Here are the Packers, third down, inches to go, to paydirt. 17–14, Cowboys out in front, Packers trying for the go-ahead score. Starr begins the count. Takes the snap ... He's got the quarterback sneak and he's in for the touchdown and the Packers are out in front! 20–17! And 13 seconds showing on the clock and the Green Bay Packers are going to be ... World Champions, NFL Champions, for the third straight year!"

– Ted Moore, Packers’ radio announcer.

 

Everyone, except the Dallas writers, cheered and danced around the press box. I hoped to sneak into the locker rooms and asked those in the press box if I could have their press credentials as souvenirs. Once I had three credentials in hand, I joined my frozen friends at the fifty-yard line and convinced them to follow me into the locker rooms.

The Cowboys’ locker room doors remained open. I saw quarterback Don Meredith, receiver Lance Rentzel, and huge tackle Bob Lilly. We’d walked in somewhat confident, like we belonged. We could’ve heard a pin drop, not because we didn’t belong but because disappointment permeated the air. No one talked, and few moved about.  Maybe the Packer’s room would feel more exciting …

A security guard stopped us despite our official press credentials. A cameraman passed. I told the guard we handled film for that guy. He looked at us big-eyed kids with the experience of a lifetime within reach and nodded ever so slightly. We didn’t waste time. It felt crowded. Reporters huddled around Bart Starr, asking questions as he removed his shoulder pads. Ray Nitschke sat alone on a training table, unwrapping adhesive tape from his wrists. He smiled, and I noticed gaps where quite a few of his teeth should have been. The dark grease under his eyes exaggerated an already tough appearance.

Nitschke suffered frostbitten feet. His toenails eventually fell off, and his toes turned purple. Bart Starr had frostbite on his fingers, as did many others. Yeah, it felt cold alright. Everyone called it the “Ice Bowl.”

 

What a game! What a day!

 


Chapter 5

 

A child needs freedom within limits. 

– Maria Montessori

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Neighborhood parents felt that Our Lady of Premontre High School offered a healthy balance of academics, religious education, and after-school activities. Norbertine priests rode herd on the eight hundred or so all-male students. They brought an unwavering level of discipline to their classrooms, a fact that parents seemed to especially appreciate. The fact that it existed across the Fox River on the far-west side of town hadn’t impacted Mom and Dad’s decision. Between ride-sharing and city buses, transportation never felt like a major issue. During the warmer time of the year, I convinced my parents to let me ride my bike to school. Although I did this on occasion, the ten-mile ride took so long that I had to start toward school at a ridiculously early hour, and I returned home well after dark. Although my Schwinn three-speed enjoyed high ratings, it plodded along in the subsonic realm much slower than today’s feather-weight ten-speeds.

The morning bus, which picked us up two miles from home, followed a circuitous route for an hour before letting us off in front of the school. The evening buses required a single transfer in the middle of Green Bay and dropped us off two miles short of home. Walking the last segment at times felt refreshing, other times it stole away project and homework time, and usually bordered on torture during cold or windy rainstorms. Winter walks never felt as bad because we always dressed appropriately. Passing drivers, heartless morons at times, occasionally splashed icy-cold slush against our legs. We’d hitch-hike more often than not.

While some interesting activities simply couldn’t fit into an already busy schedule, we made room for others. Each year, I auditioned for the school play. These events became major productions and attracted a broad audience. The music director once told me to sing softly, confirming that my unbridled and undisciplined attempts at harmony had not gone unnoticed. One year, I performed as an acrobat in The Music Man. Twisting through the air suited my talents much better than singing.

Intramural basketball reinforced my love of team sports. Our eight-man squad of short-shooters became close both on-court and off. We’d play most games on Saturday mornings, and that freed me from home chores until much later in the day. That alone justified all the effort of getting to and from school on the weekends.

I practiced with the varsity football team for a week. On the fourth day, I participated in a drill where two burly linemen led an equally large running back toward me and another tackler. Nope. Crazy contact sports lost my interest. Next on the list … Track.

It didn’t take long to realize that my running style leaned toward quick and shifty rather than smooth and fast. High-jumping and pole-vaulting offered a more suitable challenge. I became a competitive high jumper on those occasions when the competition dipped to my level. Only when my legs stretched and gained springiness could I clear a bar higher than five feet. Maybe if I reincarnated, I’d improve. Anything over five feet represented a bridge too far. Pole-vaulting, on the other hand, became the event that occupied my dreams. 

The entire track and field program centered on basic old-school ideals, starting with our coach.

Ted Fritsch played running back for the Green Bay Packers from 1942 to 1950. Why he became a track coach rather than a football coach, I’ll never know, but I’m thankful for his choice. His huge frame at first appeared a bit soft, but in fact, it retained an impressive underlying muscle tone. We loved his fatherly character, his tobacco chews, and his obvious love of life. When he ran down the pole vault path with a large bamboo pole to demonstrate basic techniques, we watched in awe. To see him clear any height amazed us. We locked onto every word he said and convinced ourselves that we too could do what he demonstrated.

Bamboo and aluminum poles imposed a simplified technique … speed and a swinging motion transformed into height. During my senior year, the school bought two fiberglass poles, and techniques suddenly changed.

I started practicing as soon as possible after classes and quite often found myself alone on the track after everyone else departed. My parents insisted I stop training at 6 p.m. so that I could get home by 8 p.m. During my senior year, I placed third in the state track meet.

 

When I turned sixteen, Dad suggested I think about getting a job and earning some extra money. I applied at the nearest Red Owl Grocery Store and, several days later, received a call and a job offer. I earned $1.08 per hour stuffing groceries into paper bags, stocking shelves, and stamping prices on products. I eventually joined the overnight floor scrubbing team, which, for some odd reason, felt like a promotion. 
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The Green Bay Red Owl grocery store was where I learned customer service and hard work.

A new dimension of discipline and honesty took shape without my ever hearing words of guidance. I’d show up for work on time or notify the manager of the delay. My lateness affected others because someone had to cover my shift past their normal quitting time. This imposition finally hit home when I worked additional hours because someone else called in sick. Idle time became wasted time. The company paid me to work, and for the most part, that‘s what I did.

I filled the open time with lifeguard duties at the community swimming pool. Pool membership included families living in the neighborhood, and keeping all those kids happy hinged on finding lifeguards. They seemed hard to hire for some reason, probably because the daily pay barely covered the cost of a decent meal. As long as no one floundered in the water or became too rowdy, lifeguard duty felt easy, even though the responsibility remained high.

Days
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